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As they engage in conversations about privacy, librar-
ians and library users may have questions about why 
privacy matters, whether anyone cares about it any-
more, and the historical role librarians have played 
in protecting privacy. The following list of resources 
includes selected articles, books, papers, and reports 
that may be helpful in answering these questions.

in general, why is privacy important?
Duke, L. “The picture of conformity: In a watched soci-
ety, more security comes with tempered actions,” The 
Washington Post, p. C01, (2007, November 16). 

Duke explains how monitoring, eavesdropping, and lack 

of public anonymity in surveillance cultures create pres-

sure for conformity in which people modify their behav-

iors so they don’t stand out. In such societies, freedom of 

action, creativity, and uniqueness are easily lost.

Rosen, J. “Why privacy matters,” Wilson Quarterly, 
24(4) (Autumn 2000), 32–38.

A serious but accessible discussion of the importance 

of privacy even within America’s culture of exhibition-

ism. Rosen suggests that people want not the right to 

be left alone, but “the right to control the conditions 

of their own exposure,” and he says, “privacy protects 

us from being judged out of context in a world of short 

attention spans.” He argues that privacy supports the 

development of autonomy, individuality, and creativity; 

the building of friendships and intimate human relation-

ships; the playing of appropriate roles in varied social 

settings; democratic political debate; and workplace 

productivity.

Schneier, B. “The eternal value of privacy,” Wired 
News. (2006, May 18). Retrieved from  
www.schneier.com/essay-114.html

A short article claiming that “privacy is an inherent hu-

man right and a requirement for maintaining the human 

condition with dignity and respect.” Schneier says that 

privacy is not about hiding a wrong; rather it is a basic 

human need and protects us from abuses by those in 

power and allows us to be authentic in our words and 

actions. The real choice, he says, is not security versus 

privacy, but liberty versus control. “Liberty requires secu-

rity plus privacy.”

Solove, D. J. “‘I’ve got nothing to hide’ and other mis-
understandings of privacy,” San Diego Law Review, 44, 
GWU Law School Public Law Research Paper No. 289. 
Retrieved from http://ssrn.com/abstract=998565 

A lengthy, scholarly, and compelling response to the 

question, “I’ve got nothing to hide, so why should I care 

about privacy?” Solove discusses the ways the question 

typically appears and is answered, explains why existing 

ways of understanding privacy have led to confusion, and 

argues that the “nothing to hide” argument stems from 

faulty assumptions about the value of privacy. The article 

ends with concrete examples of the ways in which privacy 

is important to other issues we may care about, such 

as ensuring that a range of viewpoints are expressed 

in society, maintaining an appropriate power balance 

between individuals and institutions, and deciding what 

kind of government we want to have.

Solove, D. J. “The future of privacy,” American Libraries, 
39(8) (September 2008), 56–59.

Solove addresses the question: With so much informa-

tion being gathered, with so much surveillance, and 

with so much disclosure, how can people expect privacy 

anymore? He argues that privacy law should not be 

about preserving the current state of affairs, but rather 

about shaping the future we desire. The article outlines 

the ways in which the concept of privacy is often un-

derstood too narrowly, leading us to neglect important 

privacy concerns.

in an era of internet use and social 
networking, do people still care about 
privacy?
Best, S. J., Krueger, B. S., & Ladewig, J. “The polls—
trends: Privacy in the information age,” Public Opinion 
Quarterly, 70(3) (Fall 2006), 375–401.

This review article presents a summary of the results of 

longitudinal polls on privacy invasions and surveillance 

techniques over the last 15 years, showing that, generally 

speaking, “concern about threats to personal privacy has 

been growing in recent years.” An appendix to the 
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nine-page article provides actual language of the poll 

questions.

Consumers Union. “Consumer Reports poll: Americans 
extremely concerned about internet privacy.” (2008, 
September 25), Retrieved from www.consumersunion.
org/pub/core_telecom_and_utilities/006189.html

This one-page news release cites the results of a 2008 

poll by the Consumer Reports National Research Center 

that showed Americans “are concerned with how their 

personal information is being collected and used by 

internet companies.” The poll found that consumers 

want more control over their personal information and 

think that internet companies should ask their permis-

sion before using personal information. Many consumers 

try to take steps to limit the information collected about 

them and are often unaware of what companies are able 

to do with their information.

Harris Interactive. “Majority uncomfortable with Web-
sites customizing content based visitors personal pro-
files” [sic]. (April 10, 2008) Retrieved from www. 
harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=894

A four-page report on a 2008 Harris Poll measuring the 

comfort level of U.S. adults with the practice of websites 

using information about a person’s online activity to cus-

tomize Web content. The poll also measured the degree 

to which people would change their view after seeing 

potential privacy and security policies.

Johns, S., & Lawson, K. “University undergraduate stu-
dents and library-related privacy issues,” Library & Infor-
mation Science Research, 27 (November 2005), 485–95.

Johns and Lawson surveyed 444 undergraduate students 

and found that most students (85%) said online privacy 

was important or very important to them. Large majori-

ties of students agreed that a university or library should 

obtain private information only with students’ consent, 

should collect student information only for clearly de-

fined purposes, and should never disseminate students’ 

personal information to outside agencies. A large major-

ity of students also felt it was not justifiable to develop 

student profiles for the purpose of improving library 

collections and services. 

Lenhart, A., & Madden, M. “Teens, privacy & online 
social networks: How teens manage their online identi-
ties and personal information in the age of MySpace.” 
Washington, DC: Pew Internet & American Life Project 
(April 18, 2007). Retrieved from www.pewinternet.org/

Reports/2007/Teens-Privacy-and-Online-Social 
-Networks.aspx

Reports the findings of a large telephone survey of 

American teens and their parents/guardians which exam-

ined the choices teens make in sharing information on-

line, what teens share in various contexts, and how teens 

assess their own vulnerability. The survey found that most 

teens believe some information should be private and 

protected from public view and take steps to protect 

themselves online from the most obvious areas of risk.

Turow, J., Hoofnagle, C. J., Mulligan, D. K., Good, N., 
& Grossklags, J. “The FTC and consumer privacy in 
the coming decade.” (2006, November 8). Retrieved 
from http://works.bepress.com/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1011&context=joseph_turow

A 19-page paper that examines the effectiveness of the 

Federal Trade Commission’s self-regulatory approach 

to protecting consumer privacy over the last 10 years. It 

cites data about Americans’ concern about privacy and 

finds that consumers misunderstand how their personal 

data is collected and shared online, and they mistakenly 

assume that if they see the label “privacy policy” on a 

website, the website will not share their personal infor-

mation. The paper concludes with three recommenda-

tions for advancing the interests of privacy.

how have librarians defended privacy in 
the past?
Bowers, S. L. “Privacy and library records,” The Journal 
of Academic Librarianship, 32(4) (July 2006), 377–383.

Written by an attorney and MLIS student, this article 

traces the history of privacy as it relates to library records. 

Bowers provides a readable summary of the develop-

ment of the concept of privacy in the U.S. Constitution, 

case law, and federal and state statutes, followed by a 

discussion of intrusions on the privacy of library records 

– and the responses of librarians – from the 1940s to late 

2005.

Cowan, A. L. “Four librarians finally break silence in 
records case,” The New York Times. (2006, May 31). 
Retrieved from www.nytimes.com.

Eberhart, G. M. “‘John Does’ allowed to speak,” 
American Libraries, 37(7) (August 2006), 8–9.

Eberhart, G. M. “Straight answers from George Chris-
tian and Peter Chase,” American Libraries, 37(7)  
(August 2006), 22.
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These three brief articles tell the story of how members 

of Library Connection, a non-profit library consortium, 

refused to comply with a “national security letter” re-

quest for library records issued by the FBI in 2005 under 

authority of the USA PATRIOT Act.

Foerstel, H. N. Surveillance in the stacks: The FBI’s 
Library Awareness Program. New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1991.

This book recounts the facts and mysteries concerning 

the FBI’s Library Awareness Program, in which the FBI 

sought to recruit library workers as counterintelligence 

“assets” to monitor and report on the habits of library 

users. Foerstel places the program – which was begun 

in 1973 and made public by The New York Times in 

September 1987 – in the context of other library surveil-

lance efforts and offers examples of FBI visits to libraries 

across the country, describing the librarians’ response. 

With its many quotations from the librarians involved, 

the account is an inspiring demonstration of librarians’ 

commitment to the ethical principles that make libraries 

sanctuaries of inquiry.

Garoogian, R. “Librarian/patron confidentiality: An 
ethical challenge,” Library Trends, 40(2) (Fall 1991), 
216–233.

Drawing on news stories and personal interviews with 

librarians, Garoogian uses examples of how librarians 

have dealt with requests for library patron information to 

explore the moral, legal, and professional arguments for 

protecting patron privacy.

Do librarians have a responsibility to 
protect the privacy of young people?
Adams, H. R. “Privacy & confidentiality: Now more 
than ever, youngsters need to keep their library use 
under wraps,” American Libraries, 33(10) (November 
2002), 44–48.

Drawing on interviews with school and youth services 

librarians across the country, Adams presents a variety 

of privacy issues that affect young patrons and describes 

the ways in which librarians work to protect privacy. 

Adams, H. R., Bocher, R. F., Gordon, C. A., & Barry-
Kessler, E. Privacy in the 21st century: Issues for public, 
school, and academic libraries. Westport, CT: Libraries 
Unlimited, 2005.

Chapter 4 contains a brief section titled “Privacy and 

Children,” which raises issues related to access to mate-

rials, circulation records, and internet access in the public 

library. Chapter 5, “Privacy Issues in K–12 School Library 

Media Centers,” provides an in-depth discussion of 

seven privacy topics of concern to school librarians.

Hildebrand, J. “Is privacy reserved for adults? Chil-
dren’s rights at the public library,” School Library Jour-
nal, 37(1) (January 1991), 21–25.

Explores the difficult questions that often arise regarding 

the confidentiality of children’s library records, such as: 

To whom is the library responsible – the child possess-

ing the library card, or the parent who is held financially 

responsible? Does a parent have the right to know what 

a child has borrowed? Does protecting children’s privacy 

prevent parents from being involved in their child’s read-

ing and borrowing?

Willems, H. “Confidentiality in the school library.” In C. 
Simpson (Ed.), Ethics in school librarianship: A reader, 
C. Simpson (ed.). Worthington, OH: Linworth, 2003 
(45–63).

Outlines the ethical principles and laws related to privacy 

of library patrons, identifies potential breaches of confi-

dentiality in the school library setting, and offers practical 

advice for the school librarian. 


